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HOUSEKEEPERS'  CHAT  Thursday,  October  7,  1937 

(FOR  BROADCAST  USE  ONLY) 

Subject:    "RURAL  EIRE  PREVENTION."    Information  from  the  Bureau  of  Chemistry 
and  Soils,  U.  S.  Department  of  Agriculture. 
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Some  of  my  radio  friends  have  doubtless  decided  that  I've  forgotten 
what  week  this  is.     Eor  here  it  is  Thursday,  October  seventh,  and  I  haven't 
given  a  talk  on  Eire  Prevention  Week. 

As  a  matter  of  fact,  I've  never  limited  my  interest  in  fire  prevention 
to  a  single  period,   such  as  October  third  to  ninth.     It  does  help  to  jog  the 
easy  going  public  into  "doing  something  about  it",  however,  when  a  concentrated 
drive  is  made  in  a  particular  week  to  have  danger  places  done  away  with,  and 
constructive  efforts  started  in  each  community  for  better  fire  protection. 
Of  course  I  believe  we  all  ought  to  be  "fire  conscious"  for  fifty-two  weeks 
in  the  year. 

This  fall  I've  thought  a  lot  about  explosions  as  well  as  fire  dangers, 
for  they  usually  go  hand  in  hand,  caused  by  similar  kinds  of  carelessness. 
Perhaps  because  J>00  school  children  lost  their  lives  last  March  in  the  terri- 
ble explosion  in  a  consolidated  school  at  New  London,  Texas,  parents  every- 
where are  becoming  more  alert  to  the  condition  of  their  local  schools.     I  hope 
that  tragedy  has  not  failed  to  register  so  deeply  that  school  boards  and  State 
legislators,  also,  are  "doing  something  about  it",  and  taking  steps  to  safe- 
guard the  lives  of  the  children  in  their  communities.     Before  very  long  I 
expect  to  give  you  some  startling  facts  about  rural  school  fires  and  explo- 
sions, and  rural  fires  generally.    And  I  hope  I  shall  have  some  news  of  how 
progressive  places  are  dealing  with  the  problem. 

I  came  across  a  statement  by  Henry  A.  Wallace,  Secretary  of  Agriculture, 
not  long  ago,  on  the  subject  of  rural  fires.     In  it  he  pointed  out  that  thirty- 
five  hundred  lives  are  lost  every  year  in  farm  fires  alone.     The  property  loss 
is  about  a  hundred  million  dollars.    And  this  figure  does  not  include  any  non- 
farming  communities  —  villages,  towns,  or  cities  of  less  than  2500.     The  fire 
loss  for  these  is  approximately  another  125  million  dollars. 

This  statement  was  so  astonishing  I  decided  to  write  to  the  Department 
of  Agriculture  myself  and  ask  a  few  questions.     I  wanted  to  be  sure  the  Secre- 
tary had  not  misread  a  cipher  or  two.     My  reply  came  in  the  form  of  a  letter 
from  Dr.  David  J.  Price,  Eire  Prevention  Engineer  of  the  Bureau  of  Chemistry 
and  Soils.     In  it  he  says:     "These  figures  are  all  too  true.    Much  of  this 
tremendous  and  completely  irrevocable  loss  is  due  to  carelessness  and  ignorance. 
Some  of  it,  of  course,  to  causes  beyond  human  control,  but  on  the  whole,  much 
of  it  could  have  been  prevented  by  reasonable  precautions. 
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"Under  carelessness  I  would  list  many  sins  of  omission  as  well  as  sins 
of  commission ,  in  individual  homes,  whether  on  farms  or  in  towns.     Tor  example, 
failure  to  overhaul  the  heating  and  electric  wiring  systems  at  regular  inter- 
vals; failure  to  check  the  condition  of  chimneys  and  flues;  failure  to  clear 
out  rubbish,   trash,  and  accumulations  of  unused  articles  in  "basements;  care- 
lessness in  the  use  and  storage  of  gasoline,  kerosene,  and  similar  combustible 
materials;  carelessness  about  matches  and  smoking;  risks  taken  with  defective 
furnaces  and  stoves,  hot  ashes  and  coals,  including  open  fires;  and  many  others!1 

Dr.  Price  says  further:     "Among  causes  of  fire  due  to  ignorance  rather 
than  carelessness  I  could  name  amateur  electric  installation,  with  faulty 
insulation.     In  a  great  many  rural  districts  there  is  no  building  law  requir- 
ing that  electric  wiring  be  done  only  by  qualified  electricians,  or  making 
inspection  mandatory.    With  the  rapid  extension  of  electric  lines  into  rural 
districts  there  may  be  an  increasing  tendency  for  inexperienced  or  unqualified 
individuals  to  do  the  wiring  end  where  there  is  no  required  inspection,  glaring 
and  dangerous  faults  may  oe  quite  unnoticed. 

"Amateur  wiring  is  particularly  hazardous  in  a  school  or  any  public 
building,  where  the  lives  of  many  people  would  be  endangered  in  case  of  fire, 
[n  the  case  of  the  New  London  school  tragedy,  for  instance,  janitors  and 
other  non-professional  workers  made  the  connections  with  the  gas  line.  It 
was  the  ignition  of  an  accumulation  of  gas  in  the  basement  which  eventually 
caused  the  explosion. 

"In  every  community  there  should  oe  provision  for  inspection  for  fire 
and  explosion  and  faulty  construction.     There  should  be  adequate  building 
inspection  laws.     In  a  school  there  should  be  some  one  person  specifically 
charged  with  the  responsibility  of  having  the  building  inspected  for  fire 
safety. 

"Lack  of  sufficient  water  supply  for  fire  fighting  is  another  reason 
for  the  high  percentage  of  loss  in  rural  fires.     In  some  of  the  more  up-to-date 
rural  communities  a  special  U,000  gallon  tank  of  water  is  kept  constantly 
filled  and  ready  in  case  of  fire.     If  the  house  is  located  near  a  stream  or 
pond,  of  course  this  would  not  be  necessary.     Only  it  would  be  tragic  to  have 
the  water  close  by,  and  no  road  or  approach  to  it  in  shape  for  a  fire  truck 
to  get  down! 

"In  my  division  we  are  stressing  a  three-point  fire  program  to  cut  down 
rural  fire  losses:     (1)  a  telephone  on  every  farm,  to  call  for  help  promptly; 
(2)  natural  water  supply  such  as  a  brook  or  pond,  within  750  feet  of  the  house 
and  farm  buildings,  or  an  artificial  supply  of  3>000  gallons  or  more,   stored  in 
a  cistern  or  reservoir;  (3)  a  motorized  fire  truck,  properly  equipped  with  a 
pump  and  other  necessary  •  ^dern  apparatus,  located  within  a  ten-mile  radius. 
Your  listeners  may  be  interested  to  know  tnat  in  communities  where  this  program 
has  been  adopted,  fire  insurance  rates  have  been  lowered  somewhat." 

For  schools  and  public  buildings  of  any  kind,  Dr.  Price  recommends  that 

mothers  and  local  women's  organizations  band  together  to  insist  on  building 

inspection  laws,  provision  for  policing  for  fire  and  explosion  hazards,  and 

definite  responsibility  for  the  condition  of  the  building.     He  believes  that 

much  can  be  done  by  the  force  of  public  opinion  if  it  is  sufficiently  emphatic, 

and  that  State  legislators  and  county  and  community  officials  should  back  up 

the  demands  of  parents  and  teachers  that  the  safety  of  school  children  and  all 

who  use  public  building  be  safeguarded  from  fire  dangers  by  adequate  "enabling 

laws,"    He  means  laws  enabling  fire  protective  measures  to  be  enforced. 
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